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This Special Edition of the Banner has been compiled to commemorate 

the 125th Anniversary of the North Dakota School for the Deaf.         

Its pages are filled with photos and notes taken from old issues of the 

Banner dating as far back as 1891. These Banners are a link to    

the schoolôs past. They are a legacy that gives us a historical glimpse 

into the early education of deaf children in North Dakota and allows  

us to learn about the lives of those who lived, worked and learned       

at the school so many years ago.  

The schoolôs names throughout the past 125 years:  

1. The Deaf and Dumb Asylum of North Dakota  

2. The Deaf and Dumb School of North Dakota 

3. The School for the Deaf of North Dakota 

4. The North Dakota School for the Deaf  

рΦ The North Dakota School for the Deaf/Resource Center for 

Deaf and Hard of Hearing (current)  

North Dakota School for the Deaf  

Celebrating 125 Years  

1890-2015  

Compiled by Lilia Bakken, Communications Coordinator,                                            

North Dakota School for the Deaf  

Note: An entire set of The North Dakota Banner (from 1891 to present) is housed in the library              

at the North Dakota School for the Deaf/Resource Center for Deaf & Hard of Hearing.  

This commemorative edition of the Banner is dedicated to all those,  

living and deceased, who helped ówrite the historyô of the North Dakota 

School for the Deaf.  Thank you for sharing your stories.  
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Anson Spear, 29-years-old, was a graduate 

of the Minnesota School for the Deaf   

ΫβγΪ-Ϋβγί 

On March 15, 1890, the bill to establish the school for the deaf passed 

both houses only to be vetoed by Governor John Miller. The bill seemed 

lost but the originators of  the bill did not give up.  After a hard fight, the 

bill again passed the senate and on the last day of the legislative session, 

March 18, 1890, the billed passed in the house and became a law.  The 

bill carried an appropriation of $5,000 for the maintenance of the school 

for one year.   

North Dakota was admitted into 

the Union in 1889.  Anson Spear,  

a young deaf man from Minnesota, 

had long taken a keen interest in 

the deaf of Dakota Territory and 

felt it was his province to start a 

school for the deaf in the newly   

established state.  He came to  

Devils Lake and met with local 

leaders to impress upon them the 

importance of establishing a school 

in North Dakota. He worked      

diligently with city fathers and    

local legislators to write the bill 

and obtain its passageΦ 

The Journey Begins 

Spear assumed his duties as the first superintendent on August 1, 1890.  

He was thought to be the youngest superintendent of a  state school in 

the country.    
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)Î ΫβγΪȟ ÔÈÅ ǢÒÓÔ ÙÅÁÒȟ  άέ ÓÔÕÄÅÎÔÓ ÅÎÒÏÌÌÅÄ ÉÎ .$3$Ȣ 

Historical note: The city leaders provided Spear with a vacant building  

(a former bank) to use until a new school could be built. The old building 

was provided rent free for two years. In a Banner article, 1906, one of  

the students wrote: ñOur first school building from 1890 to 1893 had  

two bedrooms for the girls, two bedrooms for the boys, one room for the 

teachers, two rooms for the Superintendent and his family, one large 

schoolroom, the Superintendentôs office, dining room, kitchen, printing 

office, one bedroom for the servants and two bathroomsò.    

Spear believed that the schoolôs location exposed pupils to óbad      

influences from the outsideô and that the building was too small 

for the purpose it was to serve. In addition, Spear considered it   

a fire hazard.  

The building was eventually burned down on February 12, 1899.          

The first school building was located in the city of 

Devils Lake on the corner of 3rd Avenue and 5th Street.       
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!ÎÓÏÎ 2Ȣ 3ÐÅÁÒ 

Historical note: Spear was an inventor.  He designed and patented:  

1)  Spear Safety Envelope ï July 29, 1890  

2)  Spear Golf Ball ï November 4, 1902     

Historical note taken from Superintendent Spearôs 

first report to Governor Miller, October 31, 1890:  

The School has been in operation about two months. 

I have classified the pupils and assigned them such 

studies as I deem them fitted to grapple.  The great 

end to be attained  in the education of the deaf, and 

to which all studies should be made to contribute,   

is a mastery of the English language. This is the    

problem that has occupied minds of the ablest      

educators of the deaf for more than half a  century 

and which today indeed is far from solution.   

December 5, 1891: In a  letter to parents, Spear wrote: ñDear Parents, it 

gives me pleasure to be able to write that your children are well. Since 

the opening of school in September, not one of the children has known a 

day of illness. Each face glows with health and happinessò.   

Historical Banner note, October, 1892:  There is no playground that adjoins 

the school building so the little ones frequent a vacant lot and play see-saw, 

hide and seek and various other games, while the lovers of machinery find 

pleasure in playing among the old thrashing machines dumped there.   

Historical note:  Spear wrote an article regarding the establishment of the 

School for the Deaf in North Dakota. In it he wrote, ñNo one, especially 

no deaf man, can reflect upon this great sentiment towards education of 

the deaf without profound gratitude and respect for those noble-hearted 

men who labored so earnestly to bring about the establishment of a school 

for deaf children in this stateò. 

муфл-муфр 
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Historical note: The first student to enroll at the school (in 1890) was 

Mabel Alice Newton.  She was ten years old and from Mapelton, ND.  

Mabel lost her hearing at six months old due to whooping cough.       

According to NDSD records, when she entered school at age ten the   

only intelligible word she was able to speak was ópapaô.  In June of 

1900, Mabelôs family moved out of state so she did not complete her  

education at the North Dakota school. 

Upon its establishment in 1890, the school was called the           

Deaf and Dumb Asylum of North Dakota.  The new school 

building was referred to as óMainô and in later years, after a 

new school was built in 1911, it was known as óOld Mainô.   

муфн 

Historical note: Spearôs wife, Julia, who was also deaf, was named  

Matron of the school. She took care of the studentsô day-to-day needs 

including cooking, laundry and housekeeping. She was 28  years old. 

Spear and his wife were the sole teachers until April 1, 1891, when 

Juliaôs sister, Clara M. Halvorson, was hired.  She was a hearing 

teacher of articulation and lip-reading.   


